The well-recognized gap in access to computers and the Internet that is associated with income, educational level, and race has been referred to as the "digital divide." This study examined the extent of the digital divide in a group of low-income, urban, African American parents of children seen at inner-city community-based health centers and also assessed the parents' attitudes about use of the Internet to obtain health information. During selected days in 2003, parents were surveyed for demographic information and for answers to specific questions about the presence of a computer in the home, connection to the Internet, use of email, use of the Internet to look for health information, and recent use of a computer; they were also asked to rate their agreement with several statements about health information on the Internet. Surveys were completed by 260 parents or caretakers.
SUMMARY
The well-recognized gap in access to computers and the Internet that is associated with income, educational level, and race has been referred to as the "digital divide." This study examined the extent of the digital divide in a group of low-income, urban, African American parents of children seen at inner-city community-based health centers and also assessed the parents' attitudes about use of the Internet to obtain health information. During selected days in 2003, parents were surveyed for demographic information and for answers to specific questions about the presence of a computer in the home, connection to the Internet, use of email, use of the Internet to look for health information, and recent use of a computer; they were also asked to rate their agreement with several statements about health information on the Internet. Surveys were completed by 260 parents or caretakers.
Overall 58% of respondents had a computer, 41% had home Internet access and, 52% had looked up health information on the Internet. More than half the study group had annual incomes of less than $25,000; in this category, 53% had home computers and 34% had Internet access. Of the approximately two-thirds who had no education beyond high school, 44% had computers, and 28% had home Internet access. Among the poorest group (annual income < $15,000), 69% had used a computer in the past month.
Irrespective of income and education, 93% agreed there is useful health information on the Internet, 82% would use information from the Internet to help make health decisions, and 92% would want to talk with a doctor or nurse about this kind of information.
COMMENTARY
Racial and ethnic disparities in health and health care long predate the digital divide, but efforts to reduce disparities will have to take the divide into account. In fact, as the use of electronic means for dissemination of health information and communication with practitioners continues to increase, some groups may fall further behind. The data reported here for one low-income minority group, however, are modestly encouraging. It is worthy of note that 79% of adults in the study group were <36 years of age. Given their youth and the speed with which the new communication modes are being adopted in the general population, it may well be that time alone will eliminate a large part of the digital divide for them. But other groups, such as immigrants, may not be able to cross the divide so readily. For that group, a comparable study would be of interest.
The authors stress the need for practitioners who care for urban minority families to be aware that many of them have Internet access and may use it to obtain health information. That such information may be inaccurate or misleading is a hazard faced by even the best educated lay person and is an added challenge to the health professional working with a less well educated and culturally diverse population.
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